In this article we explore ways in which vertical gender inequality is accomplished in discourse in the context of a recent chain of cross-border mergers and acquisitions that resulted in the formation of a multinational Nordic company. We analyse social interactions of 'doing' gender in interviews with male senior executives from Denmark, Finland and Sweden. We argue that their explanations for the absence of women in the top echelons of the company serve to distance vertical gender inequality. The main contribution of the article is an analysis of how national identities are discursively (re)constructed in such distancing. New insights are offered to studying gender in multinationals with a cross-cultural team of researchers. Our study sheds light on how gender intersects with nationality in shaping the multinational organization and the identities of male executives in globalizing business.
Introduction
Danish female senior academic: What role does the gender issue play in your department, in relation to recruitment . . . and performance appraisal?
Danish male senior executive: To be honest, it doesn't matter at all. And that is a problem, because we have to make it play a certain role. And when it comes to this issue we have a different culture in Denmark from that in Sweden and Finland. They have made it a criterion of managerial success to get a better balance. In these countries, gender really is significant. To be quite honest, I feel that this is a rather odd way to look upon these things.
It is not entirely clear what 'we' refers to in the senior executive's statement above. If it refers to men, it is evident that it does not refer to just any men. 'We' constructs a particular Danish presence. 'They', in turn, refers to Swedes and Finns, presumably both men and women, who are said to deviate from what is constructed as Danish culture.
The exchange of words above is from an interview carried out in a research project on the making of a multinational company, which is built on a series of crossborder mergers and acquisitions in the Nordic region. In our view, statements such as 'when it comes to this [gender] issue we have a different culture in Denmark' beg interpretations and understandings that take into account the local, organizational and societal context of their production (Alvesson, 2003) . Such analysis would shed new light on the ways in which national identities are discursively constructed and reconstructed in relation to gender in general and gender equality and inequality in particular. This question is seldom explicitly addressed in feminist studies on work, organization and management.
This article concerns the ways in which Danish, Finnish and Swedish male senior executives talk about the practically complete absence of women in the top echelons of a multinational company. This exclusion can be considered a visible symbol of gender inequality in the organization. We analyse ways in which male executives justify the present situation in interviews with researchers. Our analysis is based on conceiving the organization of gender (in)equality as something that is 'said' and 'done' (Acker, 1990; Gherardi, 1994; Smith, 1988) .
We view language as a carrier of the social practices of doing gender, through which specific world-views, social relations and identities are created. We focus on how gender-related power relations are reproduced in and through the executives' social interaction with interviewers and study the role played by discursive constructions of gender and national identities in the maintenance of specific patterns of dominance. We reflect on how the discourses on gender (in)equality, on the one hand, and national differences, on the other, contribute to the construction of a specific world-view and specific social relations between the sexes and nationalities as well as intersections between these social categories¹.
The Nordic countries are an interesting setting for discursive studies on the gendered nature of merging across borders. Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden are united by what has been termed the Nordic welfare model, and cultivate a gender-egalitarian image in societal discourses (Bergqvist, 1999; Borchorst et al., 2002) . In contrast to societies marked by more conservative male dominance, women have made significant advances in the labour markets and organizations in Nordic welfare societies (Aaltio Marjosola, 2001 ; Duncan, 1998; Tienari et al ., 2002a) . It may be, however, that the Nordic model is eroding. 'Global' influences, through manoeuvres such as cross-border mergers that are carried out under the supervision of foreign investors, arguably contribute to this shift.
Multinational organizations operating in the Nordic region -such as the one focused on in this article -may become the pretext for particular procedures, norms and values that have significant gendered consequences (Hearn and Kovalainen, 2000; Meriläinen et al ., 2004) .
In the following, we first discuss the theoretical underpinnings of our study. This is done in two parts: constructing gender and national identity and contextualizing identity constructions. We then go on to introduce our research setting and reflect on our engagement in the production and reading of empirical material, which comprises interviews with some 40 senior male executives in a multinational company. In the empirical part, we analyse managerial discourses on gender (in)equality and national differences and discuss these in relation to feminist research.
Constructing gender and national identity
Interview accounts by male senior executives -such as the one quoted above -reflect and (re)produce a particular gendered subtext (Benschop and Doorewaard, 1998) . This subtext, or gendered order, expresses the ways in which women become marginalized and excluded through specific social, often discursive practices (Calás and Smircich, 1999) . Through the analysis of interview statements we aim to capture the transitory attempts of male senior executives to give and make sense of organizational actions and events (Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991; Søderberg, 2003) . This includes retrospective interpretations of the nature of organizational processes and practices.
We have chosen vertical gender inequality -that is, the absence of women in top management -as a lens to enter the executives' discursive (re)constructions of the organizational order. In the interviews, they are unexpectedly exposed to questions on gender (as above: 'What role does the gender issue play . . .'). They then attempt to justify the present state of affairs, which refers here specifically to the disproportion between men and women in top management. Such inequality is a potentially sensitive topic, at least in the Nordic context. Accounting for inequality constitutes an inherent dilemma: the executives are likely to reproduce 'conflicting conceptions of the existence and justification of (in)equalities' (Benschop et al ., 2001, p. 14) . In their justification talk, we suggest, male senior executives construct and reconstruct particular gendered identities. Although this has been extensively elaborated in earlier literature (Acker, 1990; Calás and Smircich, 1992; Czarniawska-Joerges, 1994; Hearn and Parkin, 1983) , there are few in-depth studies focusing on elite men (Connell, 2000; Donaldson, 1993; Hearn, 1996) , especially on how they perceive themselves vis-à-vis women in management (Holgersson, 2001; Wahl, 1995) .
In analysing how powerful men discursively construct their position and identity, we are not 'muting' women. Concentrating on powerful men is consciously chosen to understand the production and reproduction of gender inequality. As gendered organizations, companies in the Nordic region have previously been analysed on the basis of female employees' and middle managers' voices (Acker, 1994; Jacobson and AaltioMarjosola, 2001; Meriläinen, 2000; Sundin, 2000; Tienari, 2000; Tienari et al., 2002a) .
It is also evident that the social identities individuals (re)construct are manifold and intertwined. The cross-border merger context gives rise to many forms of identity construction. Sharpened cultural identification is an inherent part of intra-and interorganizational sense-making in mergers in general (Buono et al ., 1985; Nahavandi and Malekzadeh, 1988) . In mergers and acquisitions across borders, national identification, as well as differentiating one's own from other national cultures, plays a crucial role (Calori et al., 1994; Gertsen et al., 1998; Lubatkin et al., 1998; Olie, 1994; Risberg et al., 2003; Søderberg and Vaara, 2003) . Commitment to a national community or collective tends to intensify in the multinational setting (Vaara et al., 2003a) . We argue that this intertwines with the construction of particular gender identities.
Male senior executives are not just men who manage; they are also likely to perceive themselves as belonging to a specific nationality. 2 As the executive quoted above puts it, 'we have a different culture in Denmark. ' Michael Billig's (1995) concept of banal nationalism is useful for understanding national identities. It refers to how the construct of a nation is often reproduced and accepted in everyday life and rendered possible by mundane habits of language, thought and symbolism. When individuals use the term 'we' to refer to a specific national collective, for example, they are involved in the myriad of processes constructing and reconstructing the 'nation' (Anderson, 1983; Billig, 1995; de Cillia et al., 1999; Wodak et al., 1999) .
There seems to be little feminist research in the field of organization and management studies dealing directly with issues of gender, nation and national identities.
Related issues have, however, been raised in research on gender, race and ethnicity (Nkomo, 1992) 3 and, in conjunction with these, class (Adib and Guerrier, 2003) . This literature highlights patriarchal and racist structures and ideologies, problematizes the construction of femininity and masculinity in relation to old and new forms of domination and inequality and considers the problematics of identity construction in this space.
Complexities of race and ethnicity have been discussed by building on the feminist tradition of problematizing dichotomies of centre/margin and us/ them, thereby providing tools for analysing, for example, racism in contemporary societies (Collins, 1990; hooks, 1984) . Specifically, Yuval-Davis (1997) provides a critique of the gender-blindness of writings on gender and nationhood. She argues that constructions of nationhood involve specific constructions of masculinity and femininity and that gender relations are crucial to the reproduction of nations, culture and citizenship.
It is also possible to focus specifically on the transnational or multinational4 organization as a significant contemporary arena for constructing social identities such as gender and nationality. This path seems to hold promise with the research task at hand, although literature on the gendered nature and dynamics of the multinational organization is still relatively scarce. The deconstruction of the category of men provides a useful point of departure here. Collinson and Hearn (1994) and Connell (1995) , for example, have provided frameworks for the analysis of men, masculinities and social divisions. It is probable that specific types of competitive men thrive in globalizing business (Kerfoot and Knights, 1993) . In this vein, Hearn (1997) calls for more studies focusing on men, management and the (re)production of global domination. Multinational corporations and political constellations are significant contexts for this (re)production (Hearn and Kovalainen, 2000; Woodward, 1996) . The crucial point is to analyse how men in powerful positions negotiate their position in the organization and within the broader society. Connell (2001) argues that a specific type of masculinity has become prominent along with the reform of national and international economies and the rise of multinational organizations. According to Connell (2001) , this transnational business masculinity is flexible, calculating and egocentric. It is marked by conditional loyalties (even to the company) and a declining sense of responsibility for others. In (re)constructing such an identity, individuals are likely to draw on discourses made possible by the cross-border aspects of organization. The perceived need for constant travelling, for example, may significantly inform the construction of transnational business masculinities. Calás and Smircich (1993) postulate that, in the apparently globalizing world, 'the household is extended up to the national border'. Traditional fixed perceptions of family obligations may become an increasing burden for women in the cross-border management of a multinational company. This becomes one of the many ways in which gender is implicated in the globalization of economic activities and organizations (Acker, 1998 ).
An increasingly popular way to build multinational organizations is to merge or acquire across national borders. As indicated above, mergers and acquisitions have attracted an overwhelming amount of research attention from the perspective of human resources, culture and integration. Nationalistic discourse prevails in cross-border mergers and national stereotypes are enacted to make sense of social interaction (Vaara et al., 2003b) . In other words, in the cross-border merger context, national sentiments may be mobilized as one among many discursive resources. Accounts of equality and inequality between the sexes may then be filtered or turned into discourse through perceived national similarities and differences. National identities thus (re)constructed may be strongly gendered (Hogan, 1999) , while gendered identities may also invoke national identity.
It is surprising that the gendered nature of mergers has seldom been acknowledeged and critically researched. Tienari (2000) and Tienari et al. (2002a Tienari et al. ( , 2002b argue that a merger is likely to result in a reconstitution of gender segregation. When the relative number of top positions decreases, the competition for the remaining positions also intensifies among the otherwise privileged (that is, a particular type of man). In Abrahamson's (2000) words, the dominant gender order is restored in the organization, even when it becomes subject to change efforts such as mergers. There is, in this sense, stability in change.
In sum, in exploring gender (in)equality in a merging multinational organization, the literature suggests that both the (re)construction of a 'global' masculine executiveor transnational business masculinity -and the (re)construction of national identities need to be considered. It is, however, important to bear in mind that gender is always done and gender-related power relations are reproduced in a particular local, organizational and societal setting. To contextualize the (re)construction of gender and national identities in this article, we will briefly introduce the Nordic region.
Contextualizing identity constructions: the Nordic region
Viewing from the outside, geographical proximity and the web of common histories mean that the Nordic countries appear to be characterized by similar traits. Many of the institutions and traditions do have the same origins. The legislation in the four countries is relatively harmonized. The Nordic countries have, especially after World War II, worked consciously to create institutions and procedures to foster Nordic co-operation and values. Since 1954, for example, Nordic citizens have been able to move freely across the borders without a passport. In the same year the Nordic countries formed a common labour market.
Nordic states also form a community when it comes to the form of government and the social conditions offered to citizens. In cross-national comparisons of political systems, Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden are often grouped under the label of the 'Nordic welfare society' or the 'Nordic model' (Duncan, 1998; Esping-Andersen, 1990 ).
All Nordic societies are deeply rooted democracies and highly developed welfare states. The 'Nordic model' refers to a particular version of a state with a large public sector, where all welfare services are financed by taxes and offered to everybody, regardless of their social status.
On a general level, the 'Nordic model' gives rise to shared attitudes towards issues of equality between the sexes. Nordic societies are characterized by a high degree of egalitarianism. A relatively weak malebreadwinner model prevails and the state provides extensively for social services such as public childcare, which enables active labour force participation for both sexes (Åström, 1995; Melkas and Anker, 1998; Meriläinen, 2000) . There are societal and institutional normative pressures towards equality . Public discourse in the Nordic context nurtures equality and equal opportunities (Bergqvist et al., 1999; Borchorst et al., 2002) , especially in times of strong economic growth (Anttonen, 1997) .
Specific outcomes are also clear. A high proportion of women are working full time. Balancing work and family life has increasingly become a question of individual solutions for men and women aspiring to succeed in the public sphere of life (Jacobson and Aaltio-Marjosola, 2001 ). This is in contrast to male-breadwinner societies such as the UK or Germany, where women are in practice typically forced to choose between a work career and having children (Meriläinen et al., 2004; Theobald, 1999; Tienari et al., 2002a ).
The egalitarian 'Nordic ideal' has, however, also been questioned, as it has evidently given rise to a gender-segregated labour market, both horizontally and vertically. A high percentage of women in the Nordic countries work in femaledominated caring and household-related occupations, where wages are typically relatively low (Melkas and Anker, 1998) . In addition, the upper echelons in organizations continue to be a male-dominated terrain, especially in the private sector (Højgaard, 2002; Statistics Sweden, 2002; SOU, 2003; Vanhala, 1999) . Even in service industries where women dominate numerically -such as retailing and financial services -the top ranks consist almost exclusively of men (Sundin, 2000; Tienari, 2000) .
In addition, despite their apparent similarities, it can be maintained that the Nordic countries do not form a monolithic block from a cultural point of view. In contrast to popular conceptions outside the Nordic context, the literature points to persisting perceptions of cultural difference between Danes, Finns, Norwegians, and Swedes (such as Laine-Sveiby, 1987 Vaara et al., 2003b) . At the same time, the complex web of historical relations continues to flavour social interaction between representatives of the nations. For example, Finland was a colony of the Kingdom of Sweden between 1323 and 1809. For Finns, this colonial history makes Sweden a natural reference point. At times, the Finnish-Swedish relationship can mirror a little brother-big brother setting (Risberg et al., 2003; Vaara et al., 2003a) . The relations between Swedes and Danes are more complex: on a symbolic level, there is no clear dominant party in the relationship (Gundelach, 2000) .
In all, we contend that the construction and reconstruction of social identities is difficult to understand without a careful consideration of its sociocultural context. We now turn to our research setting and reflect on our engagement in the production and reading of interview material, where positions and meanings are negotiated between male senior executives and interviewers.
'It didn't fit in': conducting and reading interviews
This article originates from a research project that gathered scholars from four Nordic countries to study the making of the Nordea Group , a multinational Nordic company in the financial services industry.5 Nordea was built through a series of domestic and cross- The first step in our Nordic research project was to conduct interviews with top decision-makers on the making of Nordea. A total of 53 interviews were conducted. All interviews were carried out by a researcher representing the same nationality as the interviewee, using a shared native tongue. The interview material for this specific article consists of interview statements made by some 40 male senior executives representing three different nationalities: Danish, Finnish and Swedish. Interviews with Norwegian respondents are not included here.
Our standard interview guide covered a range of topics. Two questions on gender equality were included: 'Has equality between the sexes emerged as an issue in the negotiations or integration decision-making?' and 'How has the cross-border dimension changed views and policies concerning equality?' These two questions were to be asked towards the end of each interview, together with questions on topics such as knowledge transfer and learning. These topics followed questions about the negotiations and the integration processes vis-à-vis the mergers and acquisitions in the making of Nordea.
Our focus here is on accounts produced in interviews conducted in a specific local, organizational and socio-cultural context. An interview is a socially and liguistically complex situation. Analysing text produced in interviews calls for conscious and consistent efforts to view the subject matter from different angles (Alvesson, 2003) . We are aware of the fact that we have taken the initiative in the interviews: we have introduced the gender issue, we have asked certain questions, we have commented on answers and otherwise contributed to the interviewees' accounts, both formally through turn-taking and through a continual negotiating of meanings. As interviewers, we were both the initiators of the social interactions and the managers' audience in a specific, local socio-cultural context.
In spite of the interview guide, initially agreed upon within the team of researchers, the interviews did not all take the same form. The way in which the questions on equality between the sexes were posed in the interview situation varied. For example, one of the female researchers in our project carried out the interviews alone. An experienced senior academic, she reflects: 
This is exemplified in the following interview statement:
Danish male senior executive: I would really like to employ some women. And if I have to choose among two equally competent candidates, I am well aware that we must recruit some women, so this is what will be done. And I notice that the women in our group of managers contribute well and add value to debates that the men tend to forget. They have another managerial style, but this is fine, too. We just have never taken any initiative to solve this problem.
It is, of course, debatable whether this is 'lip-service' or whether the statement reflects some form of material reality. Based on her studies in Norway and Sweden, Kvande (1998) notes that men at times construct women as competent, although their attitudes towards gender equality tend to follow discourses of women's deficiency. It is evident in our interview material that a repertoire of discourses is present and that the use of these discourses needs to be interpreted with careful consideration of the context of their production.
The female interviewer interacting with Danish executives decided in many situations to abandon the original questions from the interview guide and to find other ways to inquire about gender (in)equality. On occasions she chose to introduce gender and equality in relation to human resources issues emerging at Nordea. Just as in the quote in the introduction of this article, the exchange of words below shows how nationalities and national identification enter the picture when gender-related issues are discussed in the crossborder context: Korvajärvi (1998 Korvajärvi ( , 2002 has explored ways in which gender is distanced from everyday life by organizational members. Questions of gender equality and inequality can be distanced spatially or temporally. In spatial distancing, the basic message is that in our organization the situation is all right, but there are problems in other organizations. Distancing can also be accomplished temporally, in the vein that things used to be bad here, but now they are all right (Hearn, 1998) . With the interview experiences, distancing emerged as a core concept for our analysis of social interactions vis-à-vis the concepts of gender and (in)equality. It provides us with a lens to consider the role that language plays in the construction and reconstruction of domination: in this case, excluding women from top positions (Fairclough, 1997) .
We then worked with the interview material in the following way. The questions and responses related to gender -and the discussions that followed in the interviewswere extracted from verbatim interview transcripts. These pieces of text were read and reread individually by the authors of this article and subsequently discussed. In the case of the Finnish texts, selected pieces were translated into English and thus made available The interview extracts were grouped on the basis of the interviewee's nationality.
Focusing on the ways in which each executive accounted for the lack of women in top positions at Nordea, similarities and differences within each national group were elucidated and, subsequently, these similarities and differences were compared across the national groups. The discursive means through which the executives used national categorizations for justifying their own viewpoints and practices were then singled out; bearing in mind the interaction between the interviewee and the researcher.
The leading author began to sketch an outline for what seemed to be recurring accounts in the texts for each nationality (this provided the basis for the empirical part of this article). This outline was then reworked in several stages. In presenting our research findings, we first tried out a story or narrative approach (see Tienari et al., 2002b) , but soon realized that we had difficulties in applying this approach on the empirical material.
We continued with discourse analysis.
The first stages in the analysis brough to the fore particular issues in carrying out cross-cultural research with a cross-cultural team. Initial disagreements on the interpretation of the texts were few, and concerned mainly the question of how illustrative the comments and reflections on gender (and nationality) were for Danes, Finns and Swedes respectively. Three of the authors of this article had similar experiences when they conducted a discourse analysis of national stereotypes of self and others emerging in the same interviews (Vaara et al., 2003b) , and this parallel work enhanced the reflections on the interpretations made vis-à-vis gender. Also, our backgrounds in different academic disciplines emerged as something that needed to be discussed during the research process. In spite of a shared stance on the role of language in the construction of social reality, we noticed that our interpretations of statements on the way gender and equality did not fit in the interviews (and we regarded this as a crucial element in the research) was consonant with each researcher's knowledge of feminist organization studies. In the end, we feel that our different national and academic backgrounds helped us form a rich and multifaceted understanding of the phenomena at hand.
However, it is important to note that what we present in the following should not be seen as representing or mirroring the Nordea male senior executives' organizational reality as such. Our empirical material is the executives' construction of more or less coherent accounts of themselves and others in their social interaction and negotiation of meaning with us in the interview situation (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000; Gabriel, 2000) .
Our analysis is informed by our knowledge of the field, the societal context and the theoretical concepts (such as gender and national identity) we have used as our lenses.
What follows below is our social construction of the executives' constructions (Linstead and Thomas, 2002; Meriläinen et al., 2004) .
(Re)constructing gender and national identity at Nordea
Senior executives at Nordea represent an interesting cadre of business professionals.
They are survivors of a number of mergers and acquisitions, where others have been forced to leave the organization. They operate in an increasingly global market. In this position, the executives are expected to be constantly mobile. In the initial stages of the cross-border mergers, for example, Nordea did not have one distinct headquarters.
Executives spent a large amount of time moving around the Nordic capitals: Copenhagen, Helsinki, Oslo and Stockholm. They frequently meet other business professionals in financial centres such as London, Brussels, Luxembourg and New York.
Distancing gender inequality
Before proceeding to the topical area of the (re)construction of national identities as a means to distance gender (in)equality, we would like to raise three issues. Firstly, it is important to note that, in the Nordic context, male senior executives seem to be well aware of the fact that the lack of women in top management is a potentially sensitive topic. Gender equality in general, and the representation of women in top management in particular, is a topic that is likely to be raised in public by actors such as journalists and individual shareholders. Articulating such pressures that emerge 'from the outside' (as in the quote above) demonstrates how senior executives seek to downplay questions on gender. 'It is not an operating problem', as one of the executives said. In their accounts in the interview situation, executives acknowledge the equality issue, but blur its links with the core function of the company, which is to conduct business profitably. Inequality and the correction of gender bias are thus distanced outside the boundaries of the organization.
Secondly, it is evident that accounting for an absence of women in top management can be accomplished through historical reflection, where the past is explicitly drawn upon to make sense of, and justify, the present situation. The absence of women is justified through remarks on how there have not been suitable (sic ) female candidates for top positions when decisions had to be made. In this sense, 'there hasn't been a problem', as one of our interviewees put it. The selection of top managers has, in this discourse, been based on competence acquired by experience. In other words, the definition of top management competence is presented by the executives as gender neutral, not as something shaped according to a specific interpretation of maleness or masculinity. Questions of equality and inequality are, again, distanced as something alien to the normal flow of organizational life.
Thirdly, distancing inequality can be accomplished by constructing relatively traditional views on the distinction and separation between public and private spheres of life. This reflects a point of view that it remains the responsibility of women to take care of the home and the family. By articulating motherhood as incompatible with taking top managerial responsibility, we argue, senior executives at Nordea distance inequality to the societal level. As one of the executives said: 'You don't do the job as a mother of a family: that doesn't work, you must give up something, and it is still easier for a man to take that step.'
The crux of this justification seems to be that, due to arrangements on how families (with children) function, women are not able to 'give up' the 'something' that is needed and expected from senior executives in the increasingly competitive world of business (Calás and Smircich, 1993; Höök, 2001) . 6 Viewed in the context of the Nordic welfare states, which have in the recent decades allowed women with children to advance in the labour market, the discursively constructed nature of such distinctions between work and family is apparent. This discourse strengthens the (re)construction of managers and management according to the core family and malebreadwinner model. Through such discourse, we suggest, decision-makers in multinationals may impact on the erosion of the gender egalitarian aspects of the Nordic model.
Gender and national identities
Our first examples of how gender and national identity intersect are from interview situations involving a male Danish senior executive and a female Danish researcher. In general, it seems that the prevalent image of the businessman -or business man - It is evident that Danish senior executives present Swedish formality -for example, in terms of rigid labour legislation -as a potential obstacle to the flexible management needed in turbulent times in the world of multinational business. As the above extract shows, a more informal procedure encouraging women who are to be 'trusted' is preferred by Danes (or Danish men).
In interview situations involving a male Finnish senior executive and a male Finnish researcher, a different prevalent image of the business man is constructed. This image relates to aspects of paternalism, but also to entrepreneurialism promoting efficiency and control (Collinson and Hearn, 1994) . We call this image a 'pragmatic man of action'.7 The key message of male Finnishness in the business world is that action speaks louder than words: Finnishness attains specific meanings in this account. 'Restrained' and 'controlled' action in 'steps' seems to be the core of the male Finnish discourse on gender equality in organizations. Again, national differences ('in Sweden, these symbols') are used to make sense of the present situation at Nordea:
Regarding equality as such, the discussion on the involvement of women has become more active with the Swedes . For them, it is a part of, well, even of Sweden is, again, the reference point here. A typically Swedish feature is contrasted with In the account above, not only Finnish men of action are portrayed as strong. Finnish women, too, are assigned a specific identity: they are 'enduring' individuals and perhaps are 'stronger than the Swedish'. Further, a Swedish system apparently promoting 'quota women' is contrasted with the less rigorous and more pragmatic way of dealing with the equality issue in Finland: Such Finnish accounts on gender equality call for a short note. Finnish companies with more than 30 employees are required by law to come up with an annual plan for equality and equal opportunity measures. Apart from this, a concrete effort has been made for a number of years in the Finnish part of Nordea to promote equality between the sexes; for example, by correcting pay differentials and ensuring a balanced intake in managerial training programmes. Few male senior executives seem to be aware of these efforts.
Projecting 'bureaucratic measures' as typically 'Swedish' is thus a truly discursive accomplishment.
Finally, in interview situations involving a male Swedish senior executive and a female Swedish researcher, a particular form of masculinity prevails. This relates to Collinson and Hearn's (1994) A note must be added here on 'girl' in the Swedish discourse. The original Swedish word used above is 'tjej' , which is relatively neutral and does not convey the same belittlement as 'flicka' (or the Danish 'pige' ), which can be considered derogatory when used to denote a woman. The politically incorrect word, 'flicka', was not used once by Swedish senior executives in our interviews. 
Conclusion
In this article, we have presented a study of gender (in)equality and national identities in a Nordic cross-border merger context. We have focused on the ways in which male senior executives in a complex multinational setting justify the persistent absence of women in top management. We have analysed how a gendered order -or the marginalization and exclusion of women -is produced and reproduced by male executives when interviewed by researchers. Our analysis is based on the conception that gender exists in and through language, albeit with practical consequences in so far as it produces and reproduces specific practices and positions.
By analysing discursive constructions in interaction between male senior executives and researchers, we have identified recurring discourses that enable executives to distance inequality between the sexes. Distancing inequality can be accomplished in relation to space and time (Hearn, 1998; Korvajärvi, 1998) . Discourse articulating pressures from the 'outside', for example, by the media and individual shareholders, enables male executives to distance inequality outside the boundaries of the organization.
Discourse on historical continuity, where equality procedures are distanced as alien to the 'normal' flow of organizational life, and discourse on motherhood and responsibilities at home, where inequality is distanced to the societal level, enable executives to justify the lack of women in top management. Fatherhood is notably absent from such discourse: it is thus rendered unproblematic. All these ways of organizing (in)equality and of maintaining patterns of domination are well documented in feminist literature. Both the literature and our analysis shows that, while public discourse in Nordic societies still nurtures gender equality and equal opportunities, managers and management is constructed according to the core family and male-breadwinner model (Holgersson, 2001; Tienari et al., 2003; Wahl, 1995) .
We argue that the multinational organization intensifies such discursive constructions.
The multinational is a significant contemporary arena for (re)producing particular relations of domination. It is an arena where gender inequality is constructed and reconstructed. In the discursive constructions of the senior executives interviewed, a specific type of man prevails; business-oriented and competitive, mobile and fully committed to work (see also Acker, 1990 Acker, , 1998 Collinson and Hearn, 1994; Kerfoot and Knights, 1993) . Issues such as profit and efficiency are emphasized and are sharply distiguished from issues such as equality between the sexes. Consequently, it can be argued that the discursive possibilities seem rather limited for the Nordic male senior executives in the increasingly global, toughening, business landscape (Meriläinen, 2000) .
Judging from the senior executives' talk, it is evident that dominant corporate management discourse works to override Nordic societal discourse. It may even be that, for its part, such management discourse contributes to the eroding of the Nordic model of a welfare society.
We do, however, also claim that society and nations continue to matter. In the cross-border merger setting, for example, national identification plays a key role when the people involved make sense of their new situation, their role and their own identity and that of others, of the organizational changes they experience and of their joint future.
The interesting thing about these identifications is not whether they represent 'facts' or refer to any particular kind of organizational 'reality', but that they -at a certain time and in a specific context -represent shared meanings.
Consequently, it is evident that there are varieties in the discursive constructions of the competitive man of global business. Perceptions of national differences persist.
The main contribution of this article lies in identifying and analysing discourses that (re)construct national identities, where gender inequality is distanced to other national collectives within the multinational. It is evident that a complex cross-national merger setting presents key organizational actors with particular opportunities to distance inequality through constructing images of 'us' and 'them' as national collectives. The basic point is that in all national identity constructions, the ways of 'us' are rendered normal and the ways of 'them' strange (Billig, 1995; de Cillia et al., 1999; Wodak et al., 1999) .
In all, our study shows that male senior executives constitute national differences when they justify gender inequality in the multinational organization. These accounts are accomplished through notions of distinct nationalities; here, Danish, Finnish and Swedish. Our research also offers new insights to some of the methodological and analytical challenges involved in studying gender in multinationals with a cross-cultural team of researchers.
We suggest that a relevant avenue for developing the present research is to focus more closely on the idea of co-authorship in interviews between researchers and corporate executives. Bringing up gender equality concerns may cause discomfort in interview situations where questions on gender do not seem to 'fit in' (as discussed in the section on conducting and reading interviews above). Bringing in discourse on national differences may then turn a setting where the interviewee and interviewer initially find themselves on opposite sides (that is, questioning and answering about gender) into a situation with a common ground (that is, framing a shared national identity) where apparent problems related to gender equality and inequality can be objectified. In all, we suggest that more research is needed on the 'local' and 'national' in relation to the global in doing gender in the contemporary world of business.
Notes
1. We understand gender as socially and culturally constructed, maintained and changed through discourse. Gender exists in and through language, but it has practical consequences in so far as it produces and reproduces specific practices as well as positions -either oppressive or empowering -for individuals in organizations. We study gender in (and through) discourse, which can, in our work, be defined as language that reflects and constructs social reality. 'Discourse is the principal means by which organization members create a coherent social reality that frames their sense of who they are' (Mumby and Clair, 1997, p. 181) . Discourse analysis, as we see it, is a methodology that examines the role that language plays, in different ways, in the construction of power relationships and the reproduction of domination (Fairclough, 1997) . In this way, we treat masculinities and femininities, for example, as discursive phenomena and thus as constantly changing, even though the senior executives may tend to reduce men and women to fixed and unitary categories in social interactions such as interviews (Cockburn, 1991) . Similarly, the concepts of nation and nationalities are treated as discursive constructs (Anderson, 1983; Billig, 1995; Wodak et al., 1999) . Overall, our analysis is based on a careful contextualization of the interview texts.
2. Generally speaking, other sources of individual and collective identity may be in play in interview situations: age or generation, occupation, race, religion, sexual orientation and so on. Due to the theoretical focus here, these are not discussed further in this article.
3. The burgeoning literature on postcolonialism and neocolonialism may provide another source of inspiration for studying gender vis-à-vis nationalism and national identity. The potential unity between postcolonialism and feminism, however, remains contested (Gandhi, 1998) .
4. For us, the concept 'transnational' refers first and foremost to operations across more than one nation and across national borders, but also to the division of ownership and management between two or more nations. We use it interchangeably with the term 'multinational' (for a discussion, see Hearn and Kovalainen, 2000) . The formation of multinationals is one aspect of globalization, which we realize is a contested term, covering a multiplicity of (gendered) processes and practices (Acker, 1998) . 6. According to Höök's (2001) study in Sweden, constructions of fatherhood and management are mutually reinforcing, while the constructions of motherhood and management undermine each other (see also Hearn and Parkin, 1987) . This is an all too familiar story. Kanter (1977) argues that a (male) manager requires the emotional and practical contributions of a wife or partner. For women attempting to pursue a career, family and motherhood continue to be a drawback. Conceptions of motherhood are embedded in the 'cultures' of companies (Andersson, 1997; Asplund, 1988; Eriksson, 2000) .
7. We borrow this term from Berglund and Werr (2000) , who use it in a slightly different contextual meaning.
